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Abstract
Students with autistic spectrum disorders show deficits in social understanding
and interactive skills with others, with consequent difficulty in achieving group
objectives. Thus, success in group activities is especially significant for such stu-
dents. We report our experience with four students with autistic spectrum dis-
orders constituting a musical ensemble working together towards a successful
stage performance.
1 Introduction
The musical project was carried out in Hanguk Yukyoung School, in Seoul, South Korea. This is a
private school for students with autistic spectrum disorders (ASD) or emotional-behavioral disorders
(EBD), covering preschool, primary (elementary), middle, and high school levels. The school was
founded in 1993 by authorization of the Seoul Office of Education, and currently has 244 students in
27 classrooms, and 65 staff. It is the largest private school in Korea specializing in students with ASD
and EBD. The aim was to develop the musical ability of students in order to improve their self-esteem
and social skill, as well as hoping for aesthetic appreciation.
The Ministry of Education in South Korea supports and encourages schools to run public perfor-
mances and exhibitions for publicity and fund-raising in the course of their educational programs.
Thus, in South Korea, there are many music festivals and competitions for students with disabilities.
This has provided an ideal background for this music ensemble established by the first author when
he worked at Hanguk Yukyoung School. We proceed to describe this experience with three of the
ensemble members in detail.
2 Case studies
2.1 Flautist
The flautist is a girl, diagnosed with autism at 28 months. She has been taught in special schools,
with individual and group instruction, supplemented by private tutoring at home. This included
instruction in playing the piano, drawing, and physical training. She has a younger brother, and
gets along with him. Her family are interested in, and supportive of, her education. However, she is
very demanding of regularity and planning—she wants to know what is scheduled, and when. She
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shows signs of stress, including crying and striking with her fist or kicking when planned affairs are
changed suddenly, or clocks are out of order.
She learned to play the piano at eight years of age (in the 2nd grade), and has good perception of
pitch and rhythm. She spends much time singing and listening to music, through television, tape,
and internet. The first author taught her the flute for three years, 1999–2001, during her middle
school education, at age 13–15. Due to her demands on regularity, she was given advance notice
what, where, and when, she was to study, and special care was taken to inform her if, and why, a
schedule was changed. Light and cheerful songs were her main material, trying to get her to practice
songs which made her feel pleasant, aiming to improve her emotional stability and to reduce the
frequency of aggressive behaviours. Music teaching sessions were held twice a week, with forty
minutes per session.
Since she was already quite musically apt and experienced, she could begin with the specifics of her
instrument, teaching her basic principle of the flute, including the basic use of, and functions and
names of the parts of the instrument. First, she listening to a song played by a flute (about three
minutes). Next, she was familiarized with children’s songs (nursery rhymes) and short pieces of
classical music by playing them on piano, accompanied by singing and percussion such as hand-
clapping, drums, cymbals, castanets, woodblocks, so on. Then, she was taught the specifics of the
flute: what shape to make her lips, where to put her lips on the mouthpiece of the flute, how to
produce sound using only the headjoint of the flute, and making sounds with the flute. This was
aided by the use of a mirror, enabling her to watch herself with the instrument.
At the beginning, she displayed much crying and uncooperative behaviour, sometimes for extended
periods of time. However, since she is very fond of music, this activity had a positive influence on
her, and she showed great improvement. Because of her liking for music, she was quite diverted
by singing and playing the flute, and took well to teaching and guidance. She showed a relatively
passive disposition, but progressed well.
As her lessons progressed, she was taught more about her instrument, including the assembly of the
flute, and the basic posture for playing. This stage was quite difficult for her, and quite difficult for
her instrument as well—when corrected for attempting to play the flute backwards, she would react
with anger, striking the desk or wall with her flute. Repairs were frequently required.
But, after this, she was able to start learning songs—short simple songs like “Twinkle, twinkle, little,
star” were chosen. As she started playing songs, she could sense her own achievement, and the fre-
quency and duration of her aggressive behaviours became much less. As her playing improved, she
progressed to more difficult songs—faster, and with a wider range of notes—and began to learn not
only children’s songs, the chants, but also general instrumental music, including Schubert’s “Trout
quintet”, arranged for this quartet by the first author, and old Korean folk songs such as “Jindo
Arirang”. She showed self-confidence, satisfaction, and practiced repeatedly and voluntarily. Her
improved emotional stability was notable, as was the reduction in aggressive behaviour.
2.2 Violinist
This violinist is a boy, diagnosed with autism at 27 months, and is currently in the third-year class
of middle school at Hanguk Yukyoung School. His parents both work, and his grandfather takes
care of him at home. He tends to be very passive, and sometimes pretends to be ill. He sometimes
shows signs of stress, including crying and trembling with anger. He has good perception of pitch
and rhythm, and spends much time listening to music, both recorded and on television. He did not
receive and regular music education until this program, in which the first author taught him the
violin for about four years, 1998–2001, during his third to sixth year primary schooling, at age 9–12.
Again, light and cheerful songs were chosen as his main material, and music lessons were held twice
a week, with forty minutes per session.
The basic procedure was similar to that for the flautist—exposure to children’s songs and short pieces
of classical music by playing them on violin, accompanied by singing and percussion, following by
instruction in the specifics of the violin, such as basic posture, how to hold the violin and the bow,
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and so on, again aided by the use of a mirror. Early progress was similar to that of the flautist. Again,
repairs were necessary.
He was able to learn the same advanced pieces as the flautist, and displayed self-confidence. He
practiced repeatedly when encouraged, without crying, and generally showed improved emotional
stability. His progress was slower, and his achievements not as marked, as those of the flautist,
perhaps because he is younger. However, he showed a genuine feel for music, and could play the
violin with a quite natural feel.
2.3 Pianist
The pianist is a girl, diagnosed with autism at 28 months. She was taught both in schools and by
private tutors. She has a younger brother and sister, and gets along with both. She is eager to be
praised by others, and hates to be scolded, showing signs of stress, including crying and fleeing. She
has good perception of pitch, especially melody. She spends much time singing, listening to music
and imitating dance, through television and tape. She has never learned to play the piano until
the first author taught her for about four years, 1998–2001, during her primary and middle school
education, at age 12–15. Lyric and melodic songs were chosen as her main material. Lessons were
held twice a week, with forty minutes per session.
The early lessons followed the same structure as those for the other children. In the beginning, she
displayed boredom and was often uncooperative behaviour. However, she is very fond of music,
and she showed great improvement, taking well to teaching and guidance. She was able to progress
from playing single notes with one hand to two-handed playing, playing more than two notes si-
multaneously, and so on. This was difficult for her to learn, since she would often cry and leave
when corrected. Her playing became improved so much that she was able to play songs with eight
notes per second, and eight tones simultaneously, and she learned the same advanced pieces as the
others. Thus, she gained self-confidence and satisfaction, and practiced repeatedly and voluntarily,
and could be quite vocal in her expression of pleasure when playing well, laughing and shouting
joyfully. Again, improved emotional stability and was reduction in aggressive behaviour resulted.
3 Conclusion
Students with disabilities are quite capable of significant achievement if given appropriate tasks in
which they can make satisfactory and enjoyable progress. Improved quality of life for the students,
and the possibility of improved social adaptation are the result.
